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Being punk in higher education: subcultural strategies for academic practice 
Tom Parkinson, University of Kent 
Since its beginnings in the late 1970s, punk culture has been associated with counter-
mainstream ideology and anti-institutional antagonism. In particular, formal education has 
been criticised in punk for sustaining oppressive social and conceptual orders and associated 
behavioural norms. Drawing on literature and interviews, this paper focuses on the 
experiences of higher education teachers who self-identify as punks, and considers how they 
negotiate and reconcile their subcultural and academic identities in their academic practice. 
7KHILQGLQJVUHYHDOWKDWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶DIILOLDWLRQVZLWKSXQNVXEFXOWXUHJLYHULVHWR
countercultural pedagogies in which both the ethics and aesthetics of punk are applied in 
classroom contexts. Furthermore, the participants draw upon subcultural ethical and 
epistemological narratives to formulate and rationalise their responses to the state of 
contemporary UK higher education. 
The relationship between punk and formal education is ambiguous and complex. The 
EHJLQQLQJVRISXQN¶VQDUUDWLYHDUHW\SLFDOO\ORFDWHGLQWKHODWHVDJDLQVWDEDFNGURSRI
ostentatiously virtuosic rock music, manufactured pop music and late free-market capitalism 
(Moore 2012). Punks positioned themselves in opposition to these cultural, political and 
economic status quos, and to the mainstream institutions that were seen to support the 
dominant order (Hebdige 1979). State-funded schools and universities have been portrayed 
by many punk artists as an invidious aspect of institutionalised culture, mediating knowledge 
LQWKHVHUYLFHRIVWDWHLGHRORJ\,QRQHVXFKH[DPSOH6XLFLGDO7HQGHQFLHV¶VRQJ
Institutionalised (Muir and Mayorga 1983) plays on the idea of institutionalisation by linking 
HGXFDWLRQZLWKPHQWDOKHDOWK7KHVRQJ¶VSURWDJRQLVW0LNHLVFRQVLGHUHGPHQWDOO\LOOE\KLV
parents because of his frustration with life and desire to remain in his bedroom all day. This 
exacerbates his frustratiRQZKLFKLQWXUQUHLQIRUFHVKLVSDUHQWV¶EHOLHIWKDWKHLVPHQWDOO\LOO
As they inform him he is to be sectioned, Mike replies angrily that he has already attended 
WKHLUµLQVWLWXWLRQDOLVHGOHDUQLQJIDFLOLWLHV¶WKDWµEUDLQZDVK\RXXQWLO\RXVHHWKHLUZD\¶, and 
WKDWLWLVLQIDFWWKH\ZKRDUHµFUD]\¶0XLUDQG0D\RUJD7KLVYLJQHWWHGHSLFWVWKH
common punk theme of marginalisation, in which outsiders are misunderstood, diagnosed 
and ultimately subdued by an institutionalised system. In its antagonism towards this system, 
punk can be seen as not only non-institutional but an anti-institutional counter-culture. The 
do-it-yourself (DIY) ethics espoused in punk culture promote the rejection of mainstream 
cultural infrastructure, and the establishment of a supposedly emancipated alternative social 
ZRUOGWKURXJKXQPHGLDWHGNQRZOHGJHVKDUHDQGFRPPXQLW\EXLOGLQJ0RRUH2¶+DUD
1999). Thus punk might be seen to constitute an alternative education system, with its own 
artefacts, practices and foundational ideologies. 
   This oppositional narrative glosses over a history of reflexive engagement between punk 
and formal education. In particular, the early punk aesthetic was in large part formulated by 
academy-educated artists and musicians familiar with the compositional practices of the 
postmodern avant-garde (Gordon 2005; Moore 2012). Yet a clear unease surrounds this 
relationship, issuing from a sense that it is contradictory and unethical. Much of the 
discussion of the punk/education nexus grapples with the SUREOHPRIKRZµSXQNDGHPLFV¶
(Furness 2012) might engage in higher education without compromising their punk identity 
DQGYDOXHVHJ+DZRUWK0RRUHDQGGHIHQGWKHPVHOYHVDJDLQVWµFR-optation 
OXUN>LQJ@DURXQGHYHU\FRUQHU¶'HOHRQ 
   ,GHQWLW\LVDSSURDFKHGLQWKLVSDSHUDVUHODWLQJERWKWRµDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VLGHQWLILFDWLRQZLWK
GLIIHUHQWJURXSV¶DQGWRµDQLPDJHWKDWZHFRQVWUXFWRIRXUVHOYHV>LQWHUPVRI@KXPDQLVW
notions of individuation, self-DFWXDOLVDWLRQDQG>«@VHOI-awareness¶.UHEHU,Q
DQDFDGHPLFFRQWH[W:LQWHUVXJJHVWVWKDWµLGHQWLW\VFKLVPV¶FDQRFFXUDVD
UHVXOWRIYDOXHFRQIOLFWDWWKHQH[XVRIDFDGHPLFDQGµPDQDJHULDO¶LGHQWLWLHVSDUWLFXODUO\
ZKHQDFDGHPLFVDUHµHQJDJHGLQDFDGHPLFZRUNWKDWembodies corporate ideologies, values 
DQGSUDFWLFHV>«@WKDWFRQIOLFWZLWKDFHQWUDOYDOXHGDQGVDOLHQW>SURIHVVLRQDO@VHOI¶
:LQWHU¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIDFDGHPLFLGHQWLW\LVGHOLPLWHGWRDFDGHPLFV¶UHODWLYHLGHQWLILFDWLRQ




subjectivities that are, prima facie, external to the immediate academic context nonetheless 
SDUWLFLSDWHLQDFDGHPLFV¶LGHQWLW\IRUPDWLRQDQGWKXVLPSDFWXSRQWKHLUDSSURDFhes to and 
experiences of academic practice. Drawing on interviews with five UK-based academics who 
self-LGHQWLI\DVSXQNVLQWKLVSDSHU,FRQVLGHUKRZSXQNLGHQWLW\PLJKWLQIRUPDFDGHPLFV¶
values and teaching practice. Furthermore, I consider whether punk ethics and practices 
might offer helpful responses to the state of contemporary higher education in the United 
Kingdom. 
Punk and institutional education 
Punk has been an object of study almost since its emergence (e.g. Hebdige 1979). More 
recently however, punk has manifested in academe beyond simply being an artefact, 
informing research methodologies, academic publishing and pedagogy. In 2008 for example, 




by DIY ethics and punk aesthetics, and promoting autodidactic approaches to learning. 




Scholars Network and other examples evidence a growing alternative infrastructure that skirts 
the periphery of traditional academe, yet is sustained through social media. Within such 
spaces, alternative, non-institutional intellectual activity can intersect with mainstream 
scholarship, and in so doing disrupt scholarly norms and boundaries. 
   3XQN¶VSUHVHQFHZLWKLQWKHXQLYHUVLW\SURSHUKDVEHHQGLVFXVVHGLQDQXPEHURI
publications, including an edited volume (Furness 2012). Many have suggested an affinity 
between punk ethics and the critical pedagogy movement (e.g. Haworth 2012; Malott 2006; 
Miner and Torrez 2012). Such arguments can be persuasive, but there are reasons to be 
cautious. Firstly, as Gordon (2005) suggests, the ideological heterogeneity of punk defies 
attempts to assert a set of common, core ethics; punk has, for example, manifested itself 
across the political spectrum from far right to far left and cannot therefore be reduced to a 
specific political bent. Secondly, these comparisons tend to be made in first person accounts 
by educators who both openly identify as punk and align themselves with critical pedagogy, 
DQGWKXVDUHERXQGXSLQWKHDXWKRUV¶UHIOHFWLYHUDWLRQDOLVDWLRQVRIWKHLURZQSUDFWLFH7UHDWHG
as case studies however, they offer insights into how punk educators across a range of 
contexts negotiate their ethical positions in the coming-together of their punk and academic 
identities, and how this impacts upon their academic practice in the classroom. 
   0DORWWSURSRVHVµSHGDJRJLHVRILQVXUUHFWLRQ¶EDVHGRQDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRISXQN
rock practiFHVDVµVSDFHVRIQRQ-DOLHQDWHGODERXURXWVLGHWKHERXQGDULHVRIGRPLQDQWVRFLHW\¶
5HODWLQJWKLVWR%H\¶VDQDUFKLVWQRWLRQRIWKH7HPSRUDU\$XWRQRPRXV=RQH
(TAZ), Malott (2006) argues for the potential of localised autonomous activity to effect 
FKDQJHEH\RQGLWVHOIDQGSURPRWHWKHµH[SHULHQFHRIHQOLJKWHQPHQW¶0DORWW
6KDQW]DOVRZULWHVRIWKHLQIOXHQFHRI%H\¶VZRUNRQSXQNDFWLYLVPLQKLV
ethnographic account of the Anarchist Free Skool (sic) in Toronto. Shantz provides two AFS 
course descriptions in his appendix. These read as a striking hybrid of university module 
guide and political manifesto: 
This course will be a broad introduction to anarchist theory and practice, as well as a 
look at the history of anarchism and anarchist struggles.  
>«@ 
This course seeks to reconnect anarchism with the struggles of working people to 
build a better world beyond capitalism of any type. (Shantz 2012, 143) 
 
   There is perhaps an irony in Malott (2006) and Shantz (2012) calling for the establishment 
of radical educational spaces from tenure-track university posts. In later writing, Malott 
UHIOHFWVXSRQKLVHDUOLHUUHVLVWDQFHWRµXQLYHUVLW\FXOWXUH¶ZKLFKGHQLHGKLPµDQ\
VWUDWHJLFURRPIRUDGDSWDELOLW\¶0DORWW+e chronicles how, through subsequent 
employment in a little-known and under-resourced institution, he found balance between his 
skate punk and academic identities by engaging critically with power structures and 
GHYHORSLQJOLQNVZLWKµDFWLYLVWVFKRODUV¶0alott 2012, 65). Malott (2012) acknowledges the 
competitive pressure to achieve prestige in US academia, but justifies his career trajectory on 
the belief that the radical Left needs to be represented in elite institutions, however much this 
might contradict punk ethics. Ultimately, it is through reflective engagement with the 
dilemma of participation and opposition that Malott constructs his academic identity. 
   $VLPLODUXQHDVHLVSRUWUD\HGE\+DZRUWKZKRUHFRXQWVEHLQJFDOOHGDµIXFNLQJ
sell-out¶E\DVWXGHQWDSLYRWDOH[SHULHQFHWKDWSURPSWHGKLPWRLQWHUURJDWHKLVYDOXHVDQG
behaviours and critically examine the relationships between anarchism and education. He 
FKDUDFWHULVHVWKLVUHODWLRQVKLSDVRQHRIµWHQVLRQDQGDPELJXLW\¶EXWDUJXes that while 
IRUPDOLQVWLWXWLRQVKDYHµRSSUHVVLYHWHQGHQFLHV¶WKHUHPD\EHµZD\VWRPDNHXVHRIWKH
LQVWLWXWLRQDOVSDFHZLWKRXWEHLQJRIWKHLQVWLWXWLRQ¶+DZRUWKKLVHPSKDVLV0LQHU
and Torrez (2012) likewise conceive of their presence within the university as a form of 
µLQILOWUDWLRQ¶DQGOLNH0DORWWMXVWLI\LWRQWKHEDVLVWKDWRXWVLGHUSHUVSHFWLYHVQHHG
representation within the university. 
   Dunn (2008) argues for punk to be studied within International Relations (IR) as an 
example of counter-hegemonic globalisation. While the relationship between punk and 
DFDGHPLDLVQRWKLVFHQWUDOIRFXVKHQRQHWKHOHVVDUJXHVIRUSXQN¶VSHUWLQHQFHWRKLV
discipline beyond its being an object of study. He juxtaposes an IR conference and a punk 
VKRZQRWLQJWKDWµZKLOHWKHGLVFLSOLQHRI,5SRQWLILFDWHGGRZQWKHVWUHHW,VZLUOHGLQWKH
mosh pit wondering: what relevance did I and the [conference community] have to these 
NLGV"¶'XQQ'XQQUHFDOOVWKDWLWZDVWKURXJKHQJDJHPHQWZLWKSXnk as a 
teenager that he became aware of labour struggles and the experiences of subaltern groups, 
which in turn prompted him to engage proactively with current affairs. Contrasting this with 
KLVFXUUHQWSRVLWLRQDVDQDFDGHPLFKHFRQFOXGHVWKDWµDFDGHPLD has alienated me from the 
ZRUOGWKDW,DPWU\LQJWRXQGHUVWDQG>E\@GHFU\LQJHPRWLRQVDQGSDVVLRQ¶'XQQ 
   Erricker (2001) offers a more detached, third-person discussion of the relevance of punk to 
education. His exploration is broadly epistemological rather than ethical in emphasis and 
IRFXVHVRQWKHGHVWDELOLVDWLRQRIµNQRZOHGJHVXVWDLQHGE\WUDGLWLRQ¶E\RXWVLGHU
perspectives. He defines the punk as one who feels they do not fit with, and subsequently 
challenges, the institutionalised RUGHUDQGµLQWURGXFH>HV@WKHVXEMHFWLYLW\RIWKHNQRZHULQWR
WKHIUDPH¶$FFRUGLQJO\KHDVFULEHVWKHODEHORISXQNRQWR.XKQ:LWWJHQVWHLQ
Hayden White and Paulo Freire, on the basis that they interrogated the assumptions of their 
disciplines and disrupted the dominant conceptual order. Erricker (2001) thus considers the 
LQWHOOHFWXDODVRSSRVHGWRHWKLFDOXWLOLW\RISXQNDQGXOWLPDWHO\DVNVµZKDWLIZHWUHDWDOO
epistemologies subversively and relativistically, by denying them the status they confer on 
WKHPVHOYHV"¶ 
   Punk is not the only form of popular culture to be explored for its academic potential. 
0F/DXJKOLQLGHQWLILHVDµSHGDJRJ\RIWKH%OXHV¶ZKHUHZKDWVKHUHIHUVWRDVWKH
µ%OXHVPHWDSKRU¶[LLLLQZKLFKWKHOLIHQDrratives of blues singers, the lyrical content of 
blues music and the historical associations of blues are intertwined, is employed as a didactic 
framework for exploring race, class and gender. Aligning it with critical pedagogy, 
McLaughlin (2008) sets it LQRSSRVLWLRQWRµWHFKQR-UDWLRQDO¶FXUULFXODWKDWGHOHJLWLPLVH
knowledge and values that sit outside of what state administrations deem important and 
FRUUHFW6KHDVVHUWVLWVSRWHQWLDOWRXQGHUPLQHWKHµEDQNLQJFRQFHSW¶)UHLUHZKHUHE\
VWXGHQWV¶ minds are conceived as vessels to be filled, and to provide students and teachers 
ZLWKWKHWRROVWREHFRPHµXQFRY>HU@LQMXVWLFHV¶0F/DXJKOLQ%H\RQGWKLVKRZHYHU
McLaughlin argues for pedagogy to be approached as art, to emancipate the learner from 
strictly rational modes of apprehension. She calls for the performative characteristics of blues 
WREHKDUQHVVHGLQWKHDFWRIWHDFKLQJOHDGLQJWRSHGDJRJ\DVµDQHPERGLHGDUWIRUPLQZKLFK    
   Bladen SURSRVHVDµJRQ]R¶SHGDJRJ\WKDWWDNHVLQVSLUDWLRQIURPWKHZULWLQJVRI
Hunter S. Thompson. Identifying the ideological subtext of gonzo culture as rejection of 
mainstream hegemony, Bladen (2010) considers it in relation to contemporary higher 
education, and via a Gramscian analysis asserts that the pressures of student recruitment, 
quality assurance and league tables have become internalised by teachers and detracted from 
their focus on teaching and learning. At the same time, he argues that financial and social 
SUHVVXUHVFDQLPSDFWXSRQVWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQDQGHQJDJHPHQWDQGWKDWOHFWXUHUV¶µRXWGDWHG
FRQWHQWDQG>«@XQVRSKLVWLFDWHGGHOLYHU\VW\OH¶%ODGHQFDQFRPSRXQGWKLV/LNH
McLaughlin (2008) with blues, Bladen considers the application of gonzo pedagogy in terms 
RIIRUPDVZHOODVLGHRORJ\SURSRVLQJDWHDFKLQJVW\OHZKHUHLQµWKHJRQ]ROHFWXUHU-as-
SHUIRUPHUXVHVDYDULHW\RIWHFKQLTXHV¶VXFKDVSHUVRQDOQDUUDWLYHH[DJJHUDWLRQDQG
KXPRXUµWROLEHUDWH>WKHPVHOYHV@IURP>«@RSSUessive, institutional hegemony and students 
from a dry, often un-HQJDJLQJHGXFDWLRQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQVW\OH¶ 
   To summarise here, it is clear that these educators have identified in punk and other forms 
of popular culture ethical and aesthetic values that resonate with their academic values, and 
participate in the formation of their academic identities. It should be noted that, with the 
exception of Bladen (2010) and Erricker (2001), all of the authors reviewed here were 
working in US universities at the time of their writing. Although many of the themes covered 
DUHJHUPDQHWRKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQLQDJHQHUDOVHQVH0DORWW¶VDQG0LQHUDQG7RUUH]¶V
(2012) references to US cultural expectations highlight that the experiences of academics are 
contingent upon different cultural, social and policy contexts. Since all participants in this 
study work in the United Kingdom it is worth giving some space here to an overview of UK 
Higher Education. 
Contemporary higher education in the United Kingdom 
 Higher education discourse of the two last decades has been characterised by themes of 
marketisation, managerialism and employability. White Papers and other publications by 
successive governments have set out visions of educational purpose using distinctly business-
like rhetoric, emphasising efficiency, global competition and value for money and 
rationalising higher education funding in terms of macroeconomic return. The funding 
strategy for UK higher education has moved incrementally towards a tuition fee-dependent 
model where student recruitment bears directly upon the funding available to universities. 
Cribb and Gewirtz (2013) argue that the shift in the dominant values of higher education 
WRZDUGVWKRVHRIEXVLQHVVDQGJOREDOFRPSHWLWLRQKDVUHVXOWHGLQDµKROORZHGRXW¶KLJKHU
education sector with no ethical core, in which the traditional orientation of universities 
WRZDUGVµWKHFHOHEUDWLRQRIKXPDQOHDUQLQJDQGDFKLHYHPHQW¶KDVEHHQUHOHJDWHGWRWKH
VLGHOLQHVDPLGVWµJORVVDQGVSLQ¶ 
   Against this bDFNGURSLWKDVEHHQVXJJHVWHGWKDWDFDGHPLFV¶VHQVHRILGHQWLW\FDQEHFRPH
destabilised when the perceived culture of the institution or sector contradicts their 
understanding of the intrinsic value and purpose of education (e.g. Harland and Pickering 
2011; Kreber 2010; Skelton 2012; Winter 2009). However, the level of debate surrounding 
this perceived cultural shift has arguably given rise to dualistic analyses of academic values 
DQGLGHQWLW\LQWHUPVRIWKHµFODVKRIYDOXHVEHWZHHQWUDGLWLRQDODFDGHPLFFultures and the 
PRGHUQLVLQJFRUSRUDWHFXOWXUHVRIKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ¶:LQWHU,QFRQWUDVWKRZHYHU
the literature reviewed above suggests that identity schisms cannot always be understood in 
terms of a traditional/corporate dualism, and may instead relate to other, more entrenched 
academic norms, such as the notion of detached scholarship (e.g. Dunn 2008) or perceptions 
of racial discrimination (e.g. Miner and Torrez 2012). Haworth (2012) warns against the 
assumption that resistance to neoliberal visions of higher education correlates to a desire to 
UHWXUQWRWKHOLEHUDOLGHDOQRWLQJWKDWPDQ\DFWLYLVWVDUHµPRUHSULY\WRWKHFRPSOH[KLVWRULFDO
problems of how universities operate, [and wish] to distance themselves from the 
reestablishment of thesHVWUXFWXUHV¶ 
The participants 
6L[HGXFDWRUV¶YRLFHVDUHSUHVHQWHGLQWKLVFKDSWHU7KHILUVWRIWKHVHLVP\RZQ,DP
years old at the time of writing and hold lecturing posts in the disciplines of education and 
music. I have been teaching in higher education for five years. Although I have never 
selfidentified wholly as a punk (in the subcultural taxonomy of 1990s South East London I 
was an Indie Kid), I have always identified with punk practices, ethics and culture, all of 
which are woven into my lifestyle and worldview. This study proceeds in acknowledgement 
of this interested position and with the understanding that my analyses are inevitably 
coloured by it. 
   The remaining five voices belong to academics working within UK higher education, 
across a range of disciplines. Four are members of the Punk Scholars Network, and 
responded to my participant call asking for teaching-active academics who self-identify as 
punk(s). One is a personal contact. They are as follows: 
Name School/faculty Position Age 
Chris Music Senior Lecturer 50 
Elke Politics Hourly-paid 
lecturer 
41 
Ivan  Sociology Research fellow 40 
Amin International Relations  Lecturer 31 
Francis* Theology Hourly-paid 
lecturer 
38 
*names have been changed 
Unstructured interviews were conducted with each participant, themed around the 
LQWHUVHFWLRQRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶SXQNDQGDFDGHPLFLGHQWLWLHVWKHLUSHUFHSWLRQVRI8.KLJKHU
education and their teaching practice. An inductive approach as outlined by Thomas (2006) 
was used to code the data into thematic categories. 
µ7ZRVLGHVRIWKHVDPHFRLQ¶%HFRPLQJSXQNHGXFDWRUV 
All five participants had identified as punk since they were teenagers. Although their 
definitions of punk were differently nuanced, these all corresponded to resistance to dominant 
hegemonies, boredom, conservatism and elitism, and also to learning. For Vlad, there was no 
sense of discord between academic life and punk culture; instead, he had experienced a 
symbiotic relationship between these two aspects of his life since first attending university in 
newly post-Soviet Russia, where a reactionary spirit on campus coincided with punk activity, 
including the occupation of university buildings as squats and performance spaces. From then 
RQSXQNDQGDFDGHPLDZHUHIRU9ODGµWZRVLGHVRIWKHVDPHFRLQ>ERWh] about freedom, the 
RSHQLQJRIPHDQLQJVGLVFRYHU\>«@H[SORUDWLRQ¶0HKPHW¶VYLHZVUHJDUGLQJSXQNDQG
HGXFDWLRQZHUHVLPLODUWR9ODG¶V+HIHOWQRVHQVHRIFRQWUDGLFWLRQRUEHWUD\DODQGKDG
become aware that formal learning and subcultural learning could be mutually enhancing 
when, as a high school student, he sought to challenge the narratives presented in history 
WH[WERRNVDQGZDVµSUDLVHGIRU>KLV@FULWLFDOWKLQNLQJ¶&ODLUHDWWULEXWHGKHULQWHOOHFWXDO
development as a teenager to discussions at anarchist bookstores, and recalled an impromptu 
speech at a show as a critical juncture in her life when she was awakened to the value of 
education, and to her own desire to become a teacher. Philip spoke of his interest in 
alternative culture stemming from his early encounters with punk, while Heike, like Dunn 
(2008), had developed her interest in politics through engagement with punk. 
Never Mind the Bollocks: punk awakening and the gestalt shift 
My analysis of interview data revealed three main themes that were of concern among 
participants. The first related to the prevalent epistemologies and methodological conventions 
ZLWKLQWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GLVFLSOLQHV7KHVHFRQGUHODWHGWRWKHVWDWHRI8.KLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ
from the perceived obsession with measurement and accountability to its time-consuming 
bureaucracy. The last concerned the ideological assumptions perceived to be inherent in 
mainstream curricula. 
   There was a sense among the participants working within the social sciences (Mehmet, 









was for Mehmet a distraction from the central purpose of his discipline: 
Why waste time arguing with someone that your ontology is more valid in a pluralist 
GLVFLSOLQHWKDWGRHVQ¶WDJUHHRQWKHQDWXUHRINQRZOHGJH"<RXFDQOHDYHWKDWWRWKH
side 
5HODWLQJWKLVWRKLVVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFH0HKPHWH[SODLQHGWKDWWKLVculture led to anxieties 
DERXWµQRWXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHGLVFLSOLQH¶ZKLFKLQWXUQVDSSHGVWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQ+HZDV
NHHQWRHPSKDVLVHWKHSULPDF\RIFRQYLFWLRQDQGRULJLQDOWKRXJKWRYHUWKHµZLQGRZ
GUHVVLQJ¶(PSOR\LQJWKH6H[3LVWROV¶VORJDQKHUHFRXQWHd discussions with tutees: 
>«@FRVLW¶VDVRFLDOVFLHQFHFRQWH[WDQGWKHUH¶V>«@DQRYHUZKHOPLQJEDFNGURSRI
that scientific, positivist approach, the students are freaking out about what to put into 
their theoretical framework chapter and into their methRGRORJ\DQG,VD\µQHYHUPLQG
WKHEROORFNVZKDW¶V\RXURSLQLRQ":K\GR\RXKDYHLWDQGFDQ\RXOHDGPHWKURXJK
WKHVWHSVWKDWOHG\RXWRLW"¶ 
Mehmet spoke at length about the inherent conservatism that he perceived within the social 
sciences, and his belief that restrictive protocols exerted a control over the flow of knowledge 
ZLWKLQWKHILHOGLQKLELWLQJLQQRYDWLRQDQGOHDGLQJWRµERULQJ¶WKRXJKW 
,I\RXWKLQNDERXWWKHZLQGRZGUHVVLQJ>WRRPXFK@\RXUWKRXJKWZLOOVXIIHUDQG\RX¶OO







within the social sciences and sought to promote more subjective research writing: 
,DPUHJXODUO\WU\LQJWRJHWULGRIWKLVDQDWKHPD$OWKRXJKYHU\RIWHQLWGRHVQ¶WORRN
YHU\DFDGHPLF,HQMR\UHDGLQJLWDQGLW¶VVRPHWKLQJWKDW,OHDUQDORWIURPLW¶V
something new, because [when] someone who went through some problems of 
YLROHQFHRUFRPPXQLW\ZULWHVDERXWLWWKDW¶VJUHDWEHFDXVHZKRHOVHZRXOGZULWH
about it? 
Heike, although in agreement with Vlad and Mehmet about the need for change within the 




by pragmatism, but also by an anxiety of complicity in an academic culture at stark odds with 
her own values, and which in her view inhibited tKHXQLYHUVLW\¶VDELOLW\WRHIIHFWFKDQJH 
   $OVRUHIOHFWLQJXSRQWKHLPSDFWRI8.KLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ+(FXOWXUHRQWKHµIURQWOLQH¶RI
WHDFKLQJ&ODLUHVSRNHRIµRIWHQPHDQLQJOHVV¶DLPVDQGOHDUQLQJRXWFRPHVVWHPPLQJIURPDQ







   Of most concern to Claire, Philip and Mehmet was the dominance of mainstream 
worldviews that went unchallenged within curricula. Philip spoke of assuming rhetorical 
positions that would lead students to engage with the possibility of different perspectives and 
VXSSRUWLQGHSHQGHQWFULWLFDOWKLQNLQJVRPHWKLQJKHDOLJQHGZLWKWKHµSXQNHWKRV¶ 
,¶PYHU\IRQGRIWKHDYRFDWLVGLDYROLNLQGRIDSSURDFK>«@,¶PQRWWHOOLQJWKHPZKDW
WRWKLQN\RXNQRZ>«@,WKLQNLWFRPHVEDFNWRZKHUHZHVWDUWHGUHDOO\ the punk 
HWKRV7KHZRQGHUIXOWKLQJWKDW,UHPHPEHUDERXWSXQNZDV>«@µGRQ¶WOLVWHQWRZKDW
DQ\RQHHOVHLVVD\LQJLW¶VUXEELVK¶$QGWKDWZDVDWUHPHQGRXVO\XVHIXOVWDUWLQJSRLQW
particularly in our subject areas it seems to me. 
0HKPHW¶VDSSURDFKZDVVLPLODU+HIHOWWKDWIRUDOOWKHHPSKDVLVRQµFULWLFDOWKLQNLQJ¶QRW
enough space was given to alternative worldviews that might provoke students to examine 
WKHLUDVVXPSWLRQV+DUQHVVLQJZKDWKHVDZDVSXQN¶VDELOLW\WRDZDNHQSHRSOHWRWKH
possibility tKDWµWKLQJVDUHQ¶WDOZD\VZKDWWKH\VHHP¶KHWRRNDSHUIRUPDWLYHDSSURDFKWR
teaching in which he shifted between worldviews: 
,SOD\WKHSXQNURFNHU,PLJKWSOD\WKH0DU[LVWHYHQWKRXJK,¶PQRWD0DU[LVWEXW
WKDW¶VKRZ\RXDFKLHYHWKHJHVWDOWVKLIW>«@ My job as a scholar and educator is not 
lifting the veil as showing you the truth, but lifting the veil on the idea of there being 
RQHWUXWK7KHSXQNWKLQJWRGRLVVD\µZHOOZK\DUH\RXVRFHUWDLQ"¶ 
µ+HUH¶VDFKRUG+HUH¶VDQRWKHU+HUH¶VDQRWKHU1RZIorm a bandi¶DJHQF\
responsibility and experience in the classroom 
Each of the five participants spoke of drawing from punk culture and practice in the 
classroom. For some, this was in response to normative teaching and curriculum design that 
they perceived to be constraining and outmoded. Claire, who had been a secondary school 
teacher prior to entering higher education, found the top-down pedagogies and curricula she 
KDGHQFRXQWHUHGLQLQVWLWXWLRQDOHGXFDWLRQWREHµFRQVWULFWLQJDQGODUJHO\LUUHOHYDQW¶ 
Recounting her own experiences of being a student, she identified within the university a 




This was in stark contrast to her experiences of the Anarchist bookstore she attended as a 
WHHQDJHUZKHUHµSXQNVZRXOGWDNHWKHWLPHWRWDONZLWKUDWKHUWKDQDWD4 or 15 year old who 
ZDVLQFUHGLEO\VK\DQGLQDUWLFXODWH¶ 
   9ODGDOVRVSRNHRIWKHQHHGWRSRVLWLRQVWXGHQWV¶LGHDVDWWKHFHQWUHRIWKHLULQWHOOHFWXDO
development, and to recognise their personal experiences as a legitimate source of 






go do thing1 - KHUH¶VWKHLQIRKHUH¶VWKHVNLOOVJRDSSO\OHDUQFKDQJHDQGHGXFDWHXVRQ
\RXUUHWXUQ¶6KHJDYHDQH[DPSOHIURPWHDFKLQJLQD7KHRORJ\FRQWH[W 
One of the courses I created focuses on religion and conflict and it works incredibly 
ZHOOGRLQJWKDWWKHUHµ7KHUHLVWKHQDPHRIWKHFRXQWU\DQGWKHUHOLJLRQVWKHUHLVD
URRPJRDQGVRUWLWRXWDQGUHSRUWEDFNKRZHYHU\RXZDQW¶,WEHFRPHVOLNHDQ
academic battle of the bands at the end of the course. 
0HKPHWWRJHWKHUZLWKµRWKHUSXQNVRIWKHGHSDUWPHQW¶KDGVHL]HGWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRGHVLJQ
KLVRZQPRGXOHµVSHFLILFDOO\DURXQGWKHLGHDRISXQNDZDNHQLQJ¶DVLWRIIHUHGDFKDQFHWR
escape the restrictive schemes of work prescribed by senior colleagues. They had sought to 
simulDWHµWKHSXQNH[SHULHQFHIRUVWXGHQWVZKRKDYHQ¶WKDGLWVXEFXOWXUDOO\¶DYRLGLQJ
dispassionate analysis and instead, like Vlad, encouraging students to engage their own 
ethical beliefs in their investigations. 
Rise above! Changing and reclaiming higher education 
I asked all participants about their educational values and how these related to their 
experiences of working within the UK higher education sector. In all cases, there was a 
perception that ethical change was needed, although this corresponded to different things. For 
Claire, this meant reasserting the social and moral purpose of education, and shifting the 
HPSKDVLVDZD\IURPVNLOOLQJDQµHOLWH¶DQGWRZDUGVDFKLHYLQJVRFLDOMXVWLFH 
[It] forces [students] to conform to a learning structure set up when Britain was an 
HPSLUHDQGWKHHOLWHZRXOGUXOHWKHPDVVHV>«@,WLVDUHGXQGDQWV\VWHP/HDUQLQJ
should be for the betterment of the individual, the community and society. 
She felt that Higher Education had a responsibility to protect and secure justice for 
marginalised groups, a cause to which she felt punk values were particularly applicable: 
It is [being] willing to wear the mantle of the Other to make a change that makes punk 




worse and worse as they adopt ever more WKHEXVLQHVVPRGHO¶DQGGHWUDFWHGIURPWKH
LQWULQVLFYDOXHRIOHDUQLQJ+HLNHSHUFHLYHGWKHµGHFOLQH¶RI%ULWLVKKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQDV
VWHPPLQJIURPWKHVWDWH¶VIXQGLQJVWUDWHJ\ZKLFKLQFRQWUDVWWRWKH(XURSHDQPRGHO
commodified the educational experience, rendering it responsive to consumer demand. She 
suggested that the threat of unemployment within the current system promoted a conservative 
attitude among teachers, which she found frustrating. Similarly, at sector level, fears for 
survival sustained what she saw as the neoliberal identity and purpose of UK (and US) higher 
HGXFDWLRQDQGXQGHUPLQHGXQLYHUVLWLHV¶SRWHQWLDOWRHIIHFWFKDQJH 
The agenda of [UK] higher education is not to effect change but to train future 
professionals. And that precludes or SUHYHQWVUDGLFDOFKDQJH>«@WKH$QJOR-
$PHULFDQV\VWHPLVEXLOWRQIRXQGDWLRQVWKDWGRQ¶WZDQWUDGLFDOFKDQJHEHFDXVHLI
[they] promote radical change then [they] undermine [their] identity and longevity. 
Heike felt that in Germany (her native country), where the education system was not reliant 
on student fees, the culture of higher education was in a healthier state than in the United 
.LQJGRPDQGWKDWDFDGHPLFVµKDGPRUHRSSRUWXQLWLHVWREHUDGLFDO¶:LWKLQ8.+(KRZHYHU
she distinguished between academics who were complicit in the status quo and those who 
sought to change it, and suggested that the potential and responsibility for change, as in punk, 
lay at the level of the individual: 
The institutional umbrella is reliant on the people who are committed to a certain 
PLVVLRQ>EXW@ZH¶UHQRWDOOWRWDOVHOO-RXWV>«@7KHLQGLYLGXDODFDGHPLFKDVRIWHQ
UHWDLQHGVRPHVHQVHRIµ,ZDQWWRPDNHDFKDQJH¶ 
Mehmet spoke of the pressure exerted on his department to undertake teaching and research 
DFWLYLW\WKDWµWLFNHGWKHER[HV¶RIDVWDWXVTXR:KLOHWKLVZDVZLGHO\UHVHQWHGDPRQJKLV
FROOHDJXHVKHZDVLPPXQHWRLWµFRV>KHZDV@WRRSXQN¶E\UHVLVWLQJWKHVHH[SHFWDWLRQVKH
maintained his punk integrity and projected an example of resistance to his students: 
I can see colleagues sensing the pressure, but I refuse it at such a deep level that I 
GRQ¶WHYHQIHHOLWDQ\PRUH,ZHDU7VKLUWVRISXQNEDQGVWRP\OHFWXUHVDQG,GRQ¶W
GRLWLJQRUDQWO\LW¶VDGHOLEHUDWHVLJQ>«@DERXWEHLQJP\VHOILQWKHIDFHRIWKRVH
imperatives, and getting on with projects and engaging in those contexts despite those 
pressures. 
Regardless of official learning outcomes that he gave little thought to, the outcome he most 
desired was for students to develop a sense of responsibility for the world: 
My real aim is to convince someone of the urgency and the open-endedness of this 
challenge that we face, and the need to try to develop responses [because] the system 





individual and collective responsibility, and resistance to the status quo. These themes 
chimed with their understandings of the spirit of punk, which they all spoke of applying in 
their academic practice. As in the literature reviewed earlier in this paper, participants tended 
to reflect holistically on their experiences and detailed, specific examples of applying punk 
practices pedagogically were relatively sparse, but their application of punk in their teaching 
can nonetheless be collated into three broad themes. 
Performativity 
Mehmet and Philip both spoke of acting out different roles and opinions within the classroom 
WRKLJKOLJKWWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIGLIIHUHQWSHUVSHFWLYHVZKLFK0HKPHWOLNHQHGWRµSOD\>LQJ@WKH
SXQNURFNHU¶WRDQWDJRQLVHDQGGLVUXSW7KLVLV DVPXFKDQDSSOLFDWLRQRISXQN¶VDHVWKHWLFDV
of its ethos, in that, as McLaughlin (2008) and Bladen (2010) suggest for blues and gonzo, 
UHVSHFWLYHO\KHHPSOR\HGWKHIRUPE\ZKLFKSXQN¶VHWKRVLVHPERGLHG0RUHWKDQVLPSO\
constituting a performance in tKHPLPHWLFVHQVHKRZHYHULQSURSRVLQJµSHUIRUPDWLYH
SHGDJRJ\¶0F/DXJKOLQHPSKDVLVHVDOVRDSRWHQWLDOWRSHUIRUPLQWKDWZRUG¶VRWKHU
VHQVHRIHIIHFWLQJFKDQJHWKLVVHQVHWKDWZDVDOVRLPSOLFLWLQWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHIOHFWLRQV
Furthermore, to draw analogouslyii IURP%XWOHU¶VZRUNHJ>@DQG
related work (e.g. Benhabib et al. 1995; Hey 2006; Olson and Worsham 2000) on 
performativity in relation to gender identity, and on performative resignification, we might 
DUJXHWKDWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶LQYRFDWLRQDQGHPERGLPHQWRISXQNFRQVWLWXWHVDSHUIRUPDWLYH
resignification, untying punk as a concept from its normative associations and, in applying it 
in an educational context, disrupting what they perceive as a scripted pedagogical status quo. 
Punk thus provides a form through which the participants perform resistance in response to 
identity schisms felt within the academy. 
Autodidactism and amateurism  
The idea of learning for oneself is a longstanding ethical principle of punk and a dimension of 
WKHEURDGHU',<SULQFLSOHLPSOLFLWLQWKHµKHUH¶VDFKRUG>«@¶PD[LPGLVFXVVHGHDUOLHU
While the notion of autodidactism within formal education is arguably, in an absolute sense, 
R[\PRURQLF9ODGDQG&ODLUH¶VSODFLQJHPSKDVLVRQVWXGHQWVWDNLQJUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUWKHLU
own learning, and on the accessibility of knowledge to those who sought to acquire it, bore 
the spirit of these pULQFLSOHV0HKPHW¶VKRQHVW\LQGHFODULQJWRVWXGHQWVWKDWKHµ>GLGQ¶W@KDYH
WKHDQVZHUV¶DQG9ODGDQG&ODLUH¶VDFNQRZOHGJHPHQWRIOHDUQLQJIURPDQGZLWKVWXGHQWV
point to pedagogies in which the traditional delineation of teacher and student is disrupted, 
DQGWKHDFWLYHDFTXLVLWLRQRINQRZOHGJHLVSUHVHQWHGDVHYHU\ERG\¶VLQGLYLGXDODQGFROOHFWLYH
UHVSRQVLELOLW\6XFKDSSURDFKHVGLVSOD\DUHVLVWDQFHWRLQµWKHLGHDRIWKHUHEHLQJRQHWUXWK¶
(Mehmet) ± DQLGHDLPSOLFLWLQµWHFKQR-UDWLRQDO¶0F/DXJKOLQ8) education systems 
SUHPLVHGRQ)UHLUH¶VµEDQNLQJFRQFHSW¶FLWHGLQ0F/DXJKOLQ± and point to the 
emancipatory potential of critical thinking. 
   The notion of amateurism is also, in many respects, anathema in higher education, 
particularly in the current global iteration that prioritises the development of skills for 




autodidactism to flourish. Claire, Mehmet and Vlad all stressed the importance of harnessing 
VWXGHQWV¶FXULRVLW\DQGHQWKXVLDVPDQGUHFDOOHGLWVFHQWUDOLW\WRWKHLURZQOHDUQLQJ 
Experience and praxis  
5HODWHGWRDXWRGLGDFWLVPWKLVFRQFHUQHGWKHSODFLQJRIVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVDQG
subjectivities at the centre of their learning. ClairHIHOWWKDWµ\RXFDQ¶WDFWXDOO\PDNHD
GLIIHUHQFHLQWKHZRUOGXQWLOWKHVRFLRFXOWXUDOFRQWH[WRI\RXURZQOLIHLVPDGHFOHDU¶DQGOLNH
Vlad encouraged students to focus on their own lives as sources of knowledge. As such, 
detached, disinterested modes of inquiry were discouraged in favour of experiential and 
emotionally invested approaches. Where Dunn (2008) lamented his own disengagement from 
WKHµZRUOG>KHLV@WU\LQJWRXQGHUVWDQG¶DVDUHVXOWRIKLVHQFXOWXUDWLRQLQWRGLVSDVVLRQDWH
passive scholarship, Mehmet and Claire were emphatic about the responsibilities that 
accompanied knowledge, to the extent that learning and action were conceived as 
inextricably bound together in the educational experience, each an aspect of the other. These 
understandings were closer to Deweyan notions of experiential learning as a non-dualistic 
µRUJDQLFFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQHGXFDWLRQDQGH[SHULHQFH¶'HZH\RFFXUULQJ
V\PELRWLFDOO\ZLWKLQDQGWKURXJKRXWDµOLYHGH[SHULHQFH¶DQGZLWKPRUDOLPSOLFDWLRQVWKDQ
to the more recent connotations of experiential learning in the contexts of professional skills 
development or accreditation (e.g. APEL). These understandings were thus also at odds with 
the privileging of skills for business and economic growth within higher education discourse 
(see Cribb and Gewirtz 2013). 
Experiential learning can also be approached here in terms of praxis, understood by Freire 
(1970) as simultaneous and symbiotic thinking and action for the purpose of transformation 
and emancipation. Kolb (1984) QRWHVWKDWµSUD[LV>LQYROYHV@WKHSURFHVVRI³QDPLQJWKH
ZRUOG´ZKLFKLVERWKDFWLYH± in the sense that naming something transforms it ± and 
reflective ± LQWKDWRXUFKRLFHRIZRUGVJLYHVPHDQLQJWRWKHZRUOGDURXQGXV¶DQGLQ





   Obviously, these themes are not exclusive to punk educators, or necessarily radical per se. 
Indeed, it could be argued that they are already implicit in learning outcomes that place 
emphasis on criticality, self-directed learning and reflectivity and moreover that the norms, 
cultures and policy climate they oppose are commonly critiqued in higher education literature 
(e.g. Carr 2009; Cribb and Gewirtz 2013; Williams 2012, 2016). What is important here 
however is that, in the context of profound feelings of values incongruence and identity 
schism (Winter 2009), punk served as an ethical, epistemological and aesthetic resource for 
participants (and those educators whose accounts are discussed in the literature review) in 
their resistance to a perceived status quo. It is significant that arguments for the educational 
value of other subcultures (e.g. gonzo (Bladen 2010), blues (Mclaughlin 2008), hip hop (e.g. 
Dimitriadis 2001; Hill 2009)) tend to be made in similar terms, commonly asserting an 
affinity with critical pedagogy and a social justice agenda and advocating a performative 
embodiment RIWKHIRUPV¶DHVWKHWLFVLQWKHDFWRIWHDFKLQJ$OOVXFKDUJXPHQWVDUHLQKHUHQWO\
counter-cultural in that they present these forms as strategies for resistance against the 
dominant cultural order, both within and outside of the academy. This is not to reduce these 
different subcultural pedagogies to a generic ethos, but rather to emphasise that, just as 
VXEFXOWXUDOIRUPVRISRSXODUFXOWXUHH[SUHVVGLIIHUHQWJURXSV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIOLYLQJDJDLQVW
the grain of the dominant culture, whilst simultaneously constituting lived practices of 





   %ODGHQGHVFULEHVWKHJRQ]ROHFWXUHDVDµFRXQWHU-FXOWXUDO¶DFWLYLW\DQGLWLVLQWHUPV
of a counter-FXOWXUDORULHQWDWLRQWKDWWKHVHHGXFDWRUV¶H[SHULHQFHVDUHEHVWXQGHUVWRRG:H
PLJKWFRQVLGHUWKLVLQUHODWLRQWR0D\¶VVXJJHVWLRQRIWKUHHµPRPHQWV¶LQ86KLJKHU
education, later applied by Cribb and Gewirtz (2013) to the UK higher education context. The 
first and second moments describe the liberal arts college ideal and subsequent shift towards 
market-RULHQWHGWUDLQLQJDQGFDUHHULVP7KHWKLUGDFFRXQWVIRUWKHµFRXQWHU-cultural 
movement [who] sought immediate relationships to people, power, truth and morals and 
UHMHFWHGDOOPHGLDWHGUHODWLRQVLQWKHVHVSKHUHV¶0D\FLWHGLQ&ULEEDQG*HZLUW]
2013, 343). Cribb and Gewirtz (2013) suggest that this counter-cultural movement has been 
muted in the UK context during the last 35 years, while instrumentalism has gained pace and 
the liberal ideal has struggled to gain footing. Across the interviews and literature reviewed in 
WKLVSDSHUKRZHYHUWKHUHLVFOHDUHYLGHQFHRIDUHDFWLRQDU\GLVSRVLWLRQWKDWFRQIRUPVWR0D\¶V
(2001) characterisation of the counter-FXOWXUDOPRPHQWLQ+(0D\¶VQRWLRQRI
counter-culture relates to the domain of education and does not equate to the use of that term 
in the popular culture context. Yet as has been demonstrated in this paper, these two senses 
can coalesce in the experiences and identities of punk academics. The grand punk narrative 
set out at the beginning of this chapter has obvious facility to these educators as a 
mythological tool, encapsulating and ennobling their ethical frameworks and validating their 
responses to the pressures of academic life in a troublesome higher education climate. 
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